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Abstract 
 This study explores the culturally responsive teaching (CRT) practices of mainstream and 
English language learner (ELL) teachers as well as how to foster such practices. The study was 
completed with surveys, interviews, and an observation used to determine the knowledge of and 
practices concerning CRT.  Participants of the study included 20 ELL teachers and 11 
mainstream teachers from 11 different public-school districts. Due to pandemic restrictions, there 
was only one observation participant. ELL teachers reported incorporating CRT through class 
discussions and activities on diverse cultures. Mainstream teachers gave varied answers, but 
most spoke about differentiation methods and appeared to lack a clear understanding of CRT. 
Additionally, participants, both ELL and mainstream, discussed the value of having ELL 
teachers take leadership roles to foster CRT practices. The results indicate a need for increased 
mentoring and training in CRT of mainstream teachers. 
 Keywords: culturally responsive teaching, culturally relevant pedagogy, mainstream 
teacher, ELL teacher, English language learner, culturally and linguistically diverse students, 
culturally responsive school 
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1 
How ELL and Mainstream Teachers Foster a Culturally Responsive Classroom 
Environment 
With the number of English Language Learners (ELLs) continuing to increase, discussion 
of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is becoming more essential. CRT is defined as using the 
cultural background and prior experiences of diverse students to make learning more relevant 
(Gay, 2000). CRT encourages the complete inclusion of culturally and linguistically diverse 
students in the classroom. Rather than seeing such students as an inconvenience or simply the 
same as other students, it views their heritage as a resource in advocating for acceptance of 
diversity and increasing the relevance of lessons among diverse students. When teaching diverse 
students, teachers must be aware of how to accommodate various cultures and how to use those 
cultures to benefit the entire class. To gain a better understanding of what CRT is in terms of 
how to implement it, it is important to review previous studies of culturally responsive practices. 
CRT should occur in all classrooms, not just in those where diversity is a salient feature such as 
English language classrooms. Therefore, a thorough literature review should include CRT 
practices in a variety of subjects. Finally, the effectiveness of teacher education programs in 
preparing culturally responsive teachers and the quality of teacher preparation programs of 
various types of teachers should be considered. 
 Alongside CRT practices, culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is an important and similar 
concept. It uses the culture of the students to make learning more relevant, but it does not 
necessarily mean that all classroom activities are relevant to the home cultures of each student. 
While focuses more on the teacher being aware of the students’ culture and making any 
necessary accommodations to include diverse students, CRP “empowers students intellectually, 
socially, emotionally, and politically using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and 
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attitudes,” making reference to specific cultures to make learning more relevant to those groups 
(Ladson-Billings, 1994, pp. 17-18). An activity that is culturally relevant would also be 
culturally responsive; however, not every culturally responsive activity is going to be culturally 
relevant to all students. For example, an activity may encourage diverse students to make 
connections to their culture, but the teacher may not use a specific culture as an example. The 
activity is culturally responsive, but it is not culturally relevant. 
Literature Review 
How to Be Culturally Responsive 
 When teaching ELL students, teachers must be accepting and must learn to accommodate 
their differences. In the simplest terms, being culturally responsive is providing students with the 
opportunity to express their cultural identity, ensuring that all cultures are equally accepted 
(Campbell, 2018; Hurst & Mona, 2017; Rhodes, 2013). To feel accepted and validated, students 
must be able to express their identity. Their culture should not be something that is discouraged 
or ignored. The teacher’s role in this expression is to provide opportunities that encourage 
students to share their culture. When participating in an activity, students could be asked to 
compare a given topic to something that happened in their own culture or to compare the events 
of a novel to those of their own lives (Campbell, 2018; Rhodes, 2013). In these instances, the 
teacher is not targeting a specific culture, but the teacher is allowing the students to share the 
aspects of their culture with which they feel comfortable. To further benefit diverse students, 
teachers should also learn about the cultures of their students and incorporate that knowledge 
into their lessons through lessons on those cultures or relating lesson content to the lives of their 
students (Bonner & Adams, 2011; Rhodes, 2013). Teachers should be aware of the practices and 
beliefs that exist within the cultures of their students. If a culture has a certain type of music or 
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has strong family values, the teacher should try to incorporate that into lessons (Bonner & 
Adams, 2011). Additionally, culturally and linguistically diverse students face many challenges 
in having access to relevant learning materials. Giving students options of activities they like and 
allowing them to incorporate elements of their native culture is also beneficial, helping them feel 
included (Hurst & Mona, 2017; Rhodes, 2013). 
Importance of CRT 
  Providing a culturally responsive education to diverse students is essential to helping 
them and other students value diversity. One clear example of what may happen when teachers 
are not culturally responsive is in the “English Only” policy of Arizona’s education system. With 
this policy, “all youth were required to use English in the mainstream classroom,” and ELL 
instruction is received in a four-hour block English Language Development class where use of 
other languages is restricted (Fredricks & Warriner, 2016, p.8). Students identified as ELL are 
placed in English language development classes, away from their mainstream peers, and are 
expected to speak in English. Doing this, rather than including diverse students’ cultures and 
languages in the classroom, leads to a belief that culturally and linguistically diverse students are 
inferior to their mainstream peers (Fredricks & Warriner, 2016). Additionally, when CRT is not 
a priority, the teachers are often not aware of how the various cultures of their classroom interact, 
possibly leading to unintentional culture clashes; for example, two cultures may have vastly 
different views on the roles of women, making it hard for them to collaborate on class activities 
(Chennapragada & Hansen-Thomas, 2018). Culturally unresponsive teachers can contribute to 
unforeseen issues in the classroom. When a teacher does not encourage and use the diversity 
within the classroom, it fosters an unaccepting and at times hostile environment within the 
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classroom (Fredricks & Warriner, 2016; Chennapragada & Hansen-Thomas, 2018). In short, a 
culturally unresponsive teacher leads to a classroom that is not accepting of cultural differences. 
Effects on All Students 
Having a culturally responsive teacher benefits all students, not just those who are 
culturally and linguistically diverse. Many teachers are hesitant to include discussions of race 
and culture in their class because they are afraid it might target or offend someone; however, 
including cultural elements in classroom activities can lead to increased acceptance of diversity 
and decreased feelings of “otherness,” leading to better inclusion and acceptance of all students 
(Kustati, 2019; Lee, 2015, p.10). Cultural responsiveness is important because responsiveness of 
the teacher directly affects how positively or negatively the class behaves toward culturally and 
linguistically diverse students (Kustati, 2019). When teachers make an effort to be culturally 
responsive, diverse students feel more included, and non-diverse students are more accepting of 
differences. When the teacher is culturally responsive and includes diverse students, they model 
how all students should react to diversity, leading to a more inclusive and accepting classroom 
environment (Kustati, 2019). Additionally, because the students in a culturally responsive 
classroom have been exposed to diversity with such a positive attitude, they are then more 
accepting of diversity in a variety of other contexts, which influences their future beliefs and 
behaviors (Kustati, 2019). Essentially, having a culturally responsive teacher benefits all students 
by helping them be more accepting of diversity in both current and future situations. 
Effects on Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students 
Culturally responsiveness can affect culturally and linguistically diverse students in many 
positive ways. Incorporating CRP methods into a classroom can lead to more participation and 
better behavior from diverse students. (Chen & Yang, 2017; Larson et al., 2018). When a student 
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receives instruction that is responsive to their cultural needs, they feel more included in the 
classroom, feel more comfortable, and are more likely to participate in classroom activities 
(Chen & Yang, 2017). Culturally responsive teachers generally have better relationships with 
their students since they make an effort to understand their students’ cultures. Their cultural 
responsiveness often correlates to better classroom management since students are more inclined 
to obey a teacher with whom they have a relationship (Larson et al., 2018). Even if students do 
not take advantage of the culturally relevant opportunities provided to them, students can still 
benefit from having a culturally responsive teacher and appreciate being able to express their 
native culture and language (Hurst & Mona, 2017). Teachers may think that students feel 
targeted when their cultures are used in classroom activities; however, students generally feel 
more included when they are merely given the opportunity to use their culture (Lee, 2015). In 
addition, students in majority population have the benefit of having access to content and 
learning that is already designed for them, while minority students are often forgotten. Having 
education cater only to majority students creates an educational and social injustice for minority 
students, meaning CRT is not just something we should do to better our classrooms but a 
necessary responsibility for all teachers (Bassey, 2016). 
Quality of Teacher Preparation 
 Teacher preparation programs are the primary means in creating culturally responsive 
teachers; therefore, it is essential to thoroughly examine the quality of those programs. While 
many preservice teachers are willing to work with diverse populations, they report feeling that 
their university courses did not adequately prepare them to work with such populations 
(Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011). Despite the importance of CRT, university programs appear to 
fail in teacher preparation on the subject. The most noted issue with current university teacher 
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preparation programs is that while they offer discussions, they do not provide opportunities for 
practice (Siwatu, 2011). CRT is often taught as a theory rather than a practice, a comment that 
many research participants reiterated (Özüdoğru, 2018). To increase the cultural responsiveness 
of teachers, preservice teachers must be provided with practical applications. In current 
programs, if it is covered at all, CRT is usually limited to one lecture or article at the end of a 
course (Costa et al., 2005). Even without providing practical applications, university programs 
seem to undervalue culturally responsive practices (Costa et al., 2005). This lack of preparation 
often leads to teachers feeling overwhelmed when faced with a necessity to teach culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. Applications, such as having teacher candidates complete 
activities in unknown foreign languages, reveal that university programs often fail to provide 
opportunities for teacher candidates to work and sympathize with diverse students (Turgut Dost, 
2016). Teacher candidates are unaware of what it is like to be an ELL student and do not know 
how to work with ELLs and other diverse students. This lack of awareness often extends to the 
university faculty who work with these candidates (Costa, el al, 2005). Because teacher 
candidates are unaware of the challenges faced by culturally and linguistically diverse students, 
they have a harder time sympathizing with these students. Cultural responsiveness does not 
always mean designing lessons that specifically target diverse students. Sometimes it is more 
about knowing how to be flexible and to allow students to guide their own learning while 
incorporating their cultures (Reece, 2014). Learning to be sympathetic with diverse students 
allows teachers to think like their students so that they can differentiate better, learning to be 
flexible so that cultural responsiveness and relavenantness happens more naturally. 
Unfortunately, university programs often do not prepare teachers for such work, leaving them 
shocked and uncomfortable when discussions of diversity arise among classmates (Reece, 2014). 
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Cultural Responsiveness in Non-ELL Teachers 
 Being culturally responsive is not just important for those hired to work with diverse 
populations, such as ELL teachers. Any teacher that works with culturally and linguistically 
diverse students should know how to accommodate for and include them. With ELL students in 
particular, students may appear confident and competent; however, they still require 
accommodations and should be fully included in class activities (Costa et al., 2005). This means 
that students should be able to feel represented when they are among non-diverse peers. In 
preparing for CRT, even non-ELL teacher candidates should be given an opportunity to actively 
work with diverse students. Teaching CRT skills does not always mean having to provide these 
candidates with practicum experience. As one student notes, teacher candidates of all subjects 
can be given practical experience through use of authentic case studies that allow them to think 
critically about how to accommodate diverse students (Siwatu, 2011). It is not solely the 
responsibility of the ELL teacher to work with ELLs and otherwise culturally diverse students. 
The development of such skills is useful even when working with majority non-diverse students. 
There are topics in all content areas may give rise to discussions on diversity. When students 
bring up topics on diversity, such as issues of racism, teachers need to know how to lead an 
appropriate, thoughtful discussion on inclusion and acceptance (Reece, 2014). When teachers 
have develop CRT skills, they can more easily identify opportunities within a lesson to discuss 
students’ cultures. 
 Culturally responsive and relevant pedagogy can be integrated throughout classes of all 
subjects. One major aspect that teachers should consider when working with culturally and 
linguistically diverse students is the situations from which their students come (Atwater et al., 
2010). Some students may be coming from cultural backgrounds where a certain subject is not 
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valued or from a home where parents do not aid students with schoolwork. Teachers need to be 
aware of how their students’ culture may impact their course work in a given class and should 
know how to accommodate any challenges a student may have. Additionally, a student's culture 
may be incorporated into any subject coursework. One way to do this is to provide opportunities 
to talk about cultural differences in the context of that lesson’s content or include various 
learning styles that validate all students allows each student to learn according to their individual 
and cultural needs (Shaw, 2012). There are also subject specific strategies for being culturally 
responsive. For example, in music classes, teachers can include various music styles and 
encourage students to share their own musical interests (Shaw, 2012). In addition, foreign 
language, art, or social studies courses, teachers could have the students compare various 
cultures and countries to their own lives (Lai, 2012; Reece, 2014; Theisen, 2002). These 
comparisons could then lead to discussions of inequalities and injustices, which may help create 
a more accepting class environment. Even in math and science classes, students can learn about 
topics in various countries or incorporate learning styles that validate their cultures and identities 
(Atwater, et al, 2010; Bonner & Adams, 2011). Teachers can use a variety of songs, dances, and 
stories that are relevant and responsive to the needs of their students. Many teachers may have 
good intentions and feel confident in their abilities while teaching homogeneous groups (Chu & 
Garcia, 2014). Despite their confidence, these teachers face many challenges and are not given 
adequate practical experience with diverse students (Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011). To fully 
include and accommodate culturally and linguistically diverse students, teachers of all subjects 
need to develop culturally responsive and relevant teaching skills. 
 Teacher preparation programs do not provide enough experience in working with diverse 
students. Even though all subjects can easily integrate students’ cultures and identities into 
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coursework, culturally and linguistically diverse students are often treated as identical to their 
non-diverse peers (Atwater et al., 2010).  Despite becoming a highly discussed topic in research, 
CRT is still a concept that does not get enough recognition in university programs. Non-ELL 
teachers still fall short in accommodating diverse students (Atwater et al., 2010). Additionally, it 
is unclear whether ELL teachers perform any better in terms of being culturally responsive and 
relevant. Therefore, this study seeks to explore the following question: “How do mainstream and 
ELL teachers differ in their knowledge and implementation of culturally responsive teaching?” 
Moreover, the job of an ELL teacher is to teach the students English, but they should also be an 
advocate for the inclusion of their students. Because an ELL teacher also needs to advocate for 
students, this study also examines how an ELL teacher can foster a culturally responsive school 
community. While there are numerous research studies on CRT, there are few on how 
mainstream and ELL teachers compare. There are also many studies on the development of CRT 
in preservice teacher skills; however, CRT is an on-going process, and there are not many studies 
on how to develop in-service teacher skills and culturally responsive school communities. To 
explore these issues more in-depth, this study has two research questions:  
1.) How do mainstream and ELL teachers differ in their knowledge and implementation of 
culturally responsive teaching? 
2.) How can an ELL teacher foster a culturally responsive school community? 
Methodology 
Participants 
Participants of this study were all public-school teachers in Kentucky for grades P-12, 
including ELL teachers and mainstream teachers recruited from school district teacher contact 
lists. There was a total of 14 school districts selected for recruitment, based on the district size, 
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diversity, and proximity to the researcher. Mainstream teachers were recruited from various 
disciplines, including math, science, PE, and English language are. ELL teachers also came from 
different backgrounds, including those with an endorsement in ELL and a degree in mainstream 
education, those with a graduate degree in teaching English to speakers of other languages 
(TESOL), and those with an undergraduate degree in TESOL. Recruited teachers had a variety of 
experience and education. Participants reported education on CRT, ranging from no education to 
entire university and professional development courses. There were approximately 165 ELL 
teachers and 300 mainstream teachers targeted for participation. In total, 20 ELL teacher and 11 
mainstream teachers participated in this study. Events and restrictions related to a pandemic 
limited recruiting participants. While the response rate, at 12% for ELL teachers and 3.7% for 
mainstream teachers, is too low for an accurate statistical analysis, the data collected is sufficient 
enough to provide a clear, qualitative analysis and to adequately answer the research questions. 
Instruments and Procedures 
 The first stage of this study consisted of two surveys that contained 12 open-ended 
questions each, one for ELL teachers and another for mainstream teachers (see Appendix A). 
Surveys for this study were anonymous unless the participant volunteered for an interview. 
Although the surveys were similar, they were tailored with questions specific to the type of 
teacher being surveyed. Surveys were sent to participants’ emails obtained through district lists. 
The surveys first asked teachers to give their own definition of CRT, which were used to better 
understand their perspective on the concept. To explore the second research question, “how can 
an ELL teacher foster a culturally responsive school community,” ELL teachers were asked 
about the frequency of collaboration with and preparedness of their mainstream coworkers. In 
addition, all participants were asked to offer suggestions on what could be done to create a 
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culturally responsive school environment. Knowledge of identity and culture, both of the 
students and of themselves, is something that many research studies regard as essential for 
culturally responsive teachers (Hurst & Mona, 2017; Lee, 2015; Turgut Dost, 2016). To better 
understand participants' knowledge and practices of CRT, they were asked questions about their 
knowledge of their and their students’ knowledge and culture, as well as its importance in the 
classroom. Since lack of preparedness was a major issue repeated in research, participants were 
asked about their preparation for working with culturally and linguistically diverse students 
(Costa et al., 2005; Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011). To answer the first research question, “how 
do ELL teachers and mainstream teachers differ in CRT,” participants were asked specifically 
how they included their students' culture and identity into lessons. 
Questions 1 and 12 on each survey are present for the purposes of giving consent to 
participate in this study. On the mainstream teacher survey, questions 2 and 5-10 relate to 
research question 1, while questions 2 and 6-10 relate to research question 1 on the ELL teacher 
survey. Questions related to research question 1 ask teachers to define and discuss practices and 
importance of CRT in their classrooms. Questions, 3, 4, and 11 on the mainstream teacher 
survey, as well as questions 3-5, and 11 on the ELL teacher survey relate to research question 2. 
These questions ask teachers to describe their level of preparedness to teach diverse students and 
explain what could be done to increase use of CRT. Survey questions were grouped according to 
topic (See Table 1). 
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Table 1 
Survey Question Groupings 
Research 
Question 
Topic Question 
# for ELL 
Teachers 
Question # 
for 
Mainstream 
Teachers 
N/A Consent 1 & 12 1 & 12 
1 Practices/Importance 2 & 6-10 2 & 5-10 
2 Preparation for/Increase of 
CRT 
3-5 & 11 3,4, & 11 
Note. Questions were grouped according to topic and question they examined 
 The second stage of the study consisted of interviews. Participants for the interviews 
were selected from those who volunteered when they participated in the survey stage of this 
study. The interview consisted of 7 questions, all of which were asked to both ELL and 
mainstream teachers (see Appendix B). The interviews were semi-structured to allow for 
additional questions and comments to be made as necessary to obtain relevant data. Similar to 
the survey, the interview asked questions about the teachers’ level of preparation for working 
with culturally and linguistically diverse students. Additionally, participants were asked more in-
depth questions on how they incorporated CRT into their lessons. Since research studies also 
indicate that CRT is important to creating a positive and accepting classroom, participants were 
asked what methods they use to increase acceptance among their students (Kustati, 2019; Lee, 
2015). Finally, ability to empathize with culturally and linguistically diverse students was noted 
as important in several research studies, so participants were asked about their experience with 
other languages and cultures (Costa et al., 2005; Turgut Dost, 2016). Interviews were conducted 
either in-person or through video chat depending on what was convenient for the participants. 
All interviews were audio recorded for future analysis. 
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During the interview portion of the study, two ELL teachers (E1 and E2) and two 
mainstream teachers (M1 and M2) were interviewed. Questions 2-5 relate to research question 1 
and questions 1, 6, and 7 relate to research question 2. Question 1 relates to preparation to work 
with culturally and linguistically diverse students. Question 2 and 3 address accommodations and 
differentiation. Questions 4 and 5 relate to culture and identity. Questions 6 and 7 examine 
culturally responsive and accepting environments. Interview answers were grouped according to 
topic, and portions containing information most relevant to answering the research questions 
were transcribed (See Table 2). 
Table 2 
Interview Questions Groupings 
Research 
Question 
Topic Question 
# 
2 Preparation 1 
2 Culturally Responsive 
Environments 
6 & 7 
1 Accommodations/Differentiation 2&3 
1 Culture/Identity 4 & 5 
Note. Questions were grouped according to the topic a question they examine 
 The third data collections method used was observation (see Appendix C for Observation 
Checklist). Originally, participants in the interview were to be observed for two class sessions; 
however, changes due to a pandemic meant only one mainstream teacher was observed for this 
study. Because there are no comparable observations of ELL teachers, data collected from this 
observation is included in this study anecdotally. The teacher observed, who volunteered through 
the survey as well, was a second-grade teacher who has worked with ELL students since the 
beginning of her teaching career nearly two decades ago. Information gathered during the 
observation is meant to further support the data gathered during the survey and interviews, as 
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well as provide specific examples of how and if the teacher uses CRT. During the observation, 
events related to classroom environment and knowledge and use of the students’ identity and 
culture were noted to gain a better understanding of how teachers may include specific elements 
of CRT and whether they have a thorough understanding of the concept. 
Data Analysis 
 Once surveys were completed, both surveys and interview were analyzed for patterns in 
responses within a group’s CRT definitions and practices. Any interesting or unusual responses 
were noted as well as any responses that were representative of the beliefs of the group. In 
addition, responses of ELL and mainstream teachers were compared and similarities and 
differences between the groups were noted. Interviews were audio recorded for analysis 
purposes. Each interview was analyzed for patterns consistent or anomalous to survey responses. 
Interview responses of ELL teachers were compared to each other, and interview responses of 
mainstream teachers were compared to each other to determine any consistency or inconsistency 
in responses. 
 Observation data were analyzed for consistencies with interview and survey responses. 
Any events that were representative of or inconsistent with previous data were noted. In addition, 
the observation was analyzed to determine whether reported CRT related strategies were 
practiced frequently and effectively. 
Results 
 The data from this study were gathered and analyzed according to the given research 
questions. First, each group, ELL and mainstream teachers was analyzed and compared in 
relation to the first research question. The understanding and definitions of CRT were compared 
across the groups, as well as the practices they use to implement it. Next, the data were analyzed 
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in relation to the second research question. Participant responses were examined to aid in 
examining implications of the results and suggestions for improving CRT practices for both ELL 
and mainstream teachers. To support the suggestions for improvement, participants’ reports of 
their level CRT preparation was also included in the analysis. The data collected from the 
surveys and interviews were combined and analyzed to determine overall answers for the 
research questions. Data from the completed observation are anecdotal and included to further 
support the results of this study. 
Surveys 
Research Question 1: How ELL and Mainstream Teachers Differ 
Table 3 
Overview of Comparison Result for ELL and Mainstream Teachers 
Concept Type of Response 
 
ELL teachers Mainstream teachers 
Definition Knowledge and use of culture 90% 
 
18% 
 
Appreciation 
 
N/A 
 
81% 
 
Differentiation 
 
N/A 
 
54% 
Practices Diverse content and activities 70% 
 
27%  
Discussion/ Journaling 
 
N/A 
 
45%  
Listening to students 
 
N/A 
 
18%  
Uncategorized 
 
30% 
 
10% 
Note. N= 20 for ELL teachers. N=11 for mainstream teachers. 
 Definitions of CRT were taken from numerous articles to compare to the definitions 
given by the participating teachers (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billing, 1994; Siwatu, 2011). Overall, 
surveyed ELL teachers had a clear understanding and consistent of the definition of CRT. An 
important aspect of CRT is that teachers should use and understand the students’ culture; they 
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should be aware of the cultures present in their class and know how to incorporate them to make 
learning relevant (Gay, 2000). One participant responded: 
Culturally responsive teaching is teaching students in a way that draws on their unique 
life experiences and backgrounds. Culturally responsive teaching requires the teacher to 
have a strong understanding of their students linguistic, racial, cultural, religious, and 
socio-economic (etc.) differences. What makes it culturally responsive is taking that 
information and planning instruction and/or assessments that do not cater or require a 
certain background, but rather allows all students, regardless of what background, to 
access the content. 
 This teacher noted the importance of being familiar with various aspects about a students’ 
culture and home-life. Because classroom lessons are often designed for the majority, non-
diverse students, regular lessons may be inaccessible or irrelevant to culturally and linguistically 
diverse students (Ladson-Billings, 1994). The CRT definitions of ELL teachers, such as this one, 
reflect the importance of modifying content to include the cultures of diverse students. 
 CRT is not something that a teacher does at one point in time; it often takes a long time to 
develop quality CRT skills that account for the range of diversity that culturally and 
linguistically diverse students represent. Another participant notes: 
Culturally responsive teaching takes into account the experience and values of the 
students. It isn't a one and done thing. It involves getting to know your students and 
making adjustments as you get to know them better. A difficult thing about striving to be 
responsive to culture is that a lot of what initially comes to mind is relatively superficial. 
Often the bulk of what constitutes "culture" happens at a level of assumption which many 
students may not be explicitly aware of. As you gain experience working with people 
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from different cultures, you get better at recognizing and anticipating various aspects of 
culture. 
Being culturally responsive is dependent on the teachers’ knowledge of a culture and 
their ability to reflect that culture in class activities (Siwatu, 2011). To demonstrate a thorough 
knowledge of CRT practices, definitions of CRT must mention some level of requiring 
knowledge or use of the cultures specific to a classroom (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 
Siwatu, 2011). Of the ELL teacher participants, 90% (N=18/20) were able to reflect the 
importance of knowledge and use of culture in their definition of CRT. Overall ELL teachers had 
an understanding that CRT relies on teachers learning about their students’ cultures and learning 
how to use those cultures to make learning more accessible and relevant. 
Similarly, mainstream teachers defined CRT as an awareness and inclusion of their 
students' cultures. While the responses given by mainstream teachers were less descriptive than 
those of ELL teachers, mainstream teachers' responses related the importance of creating lessons 
that reflect the diversity present in their classes. One teacher responded: 
I think culturally responsive teaching means being culturally inclusive in content and 
creating a learning environment that fosters success criteria for students from all cultures. 
Culturally responsive teaching considers perspectives that may vary from my own or 
from the perspectives of the majority of the class. 
As this teacher indicated, content that is inclusive of all cultures is essential to being 
culturally responsive. Of the mainstream teachers, 81% (N=9/11) of participants mentioned 
appreciation for students’ culture in their definition of CRT. Appreciation, however, does not 
mean that the teacher is mindful of cultural differences and intentionally using that knowledge to 
make learning relevant. While most definitions given for CRT by mainstream teachers reflected 
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the importance of respect and inclusion of various cultures, mainstream teacher definitions 
tended not to reflect the importance of the teachers’ knowledge of and ability to use the 
individual cultures in classroom activities. Another teacher responded that CRT is, “Being aware 
of and differentiating instruction in response to the different cultures of students in the 
classroom.” Around 54% (N=6/11) mainstream teacher participants gave similar answers related 
to differentiation techniques, with some of these participants mentioning appreciation as well. 
While it is important to differentiate for culturally and linguistically diverse students, 
differentiation is not CRT. CRT should be done in addition to differentiation in order to make 
class activities and lessons more relevant to each student. The lack of distinction between 
differentiation and CRT was a common occurrence between many of the mainstream teacher 
survey responses. In addition, CRT practices should include both knowledge and use of the 
cultures specific to a classroom (Gay, 2000; Siwatu, 2011). Compared to the 90% (N=18/20) of 
ELL teachers, only 18% (N=2/11) of mainstream teacher participants mentioned both knowledge 
and use of culture in their definition. 
Regarding CRT related practices, 70% (N=14/20) of ELL teacher participants reported 
that they used activities such as including stories from other cultures, asking students to speak 
about their home culture, and having students compare course content to their own experiences. 
All of these activities help to make lessons more relevant to the experiences of culturally and 
linguistically diverse students (Bonner & Adams, 2012; Hurst & Mona, 2017). When asked 
about their CRT practices, one participant elaborated: 
[I] Give students time to talk about their interests; making personal connections with 
content; when teaching about a tradition or experience from another culture, allow 
students to speak as an "expert" if they wish (don't force it though--students will 
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basically, volunteer themselves if it is something, they are excited about. For example, 
reading the book Galimoto recently, one girl blurted out “Oh! We have galimotos in my 
country!” so I allowed her to tell the group more about that [galimotos]. 
 This teacher demonstrates CRT practices by including content from other cultures and 
allowing students to talk about their experiences with various topics related to their cultures. 
Additionally, students are not forced to speak about their experiences, but their cultures are 
specifically included in a way that allows them to speak about them if they wish. The activity 
described above exemplifies how a teacher can use a cultural concept to allow students to 
compare their own culture to lesson content. Even in subjects that are not for ELL students, 
teachers can make learning relevant to their students’ lives and cultures by allowing students to 
guide culture-based discussions, making connections to their own experiences (Reece & Nodine, 
2014). CRT means that teachers use the culture of their students to make content more relevant 
and easier for students to personally connect with the lesson (Lee, 2015). A common and easy 
way to do this is to ask students to relate an activity to their own experience. Another mainstream 
participant commented: 
First, I give them a lot of student choice in regard to the texts and materials that we use to 
cover our standards. I want my students to feel that they have a say in their education. 
Secondly, I provide lots of opportunities for my students to discuss their cultural 
backgrounds. 
In reading this comment, one should note that providing choices is not directly a CRT 
practice since it does not indicate the teacher is knowledgeable or able to use their students’ 
cultures in the lesson. Giving choices, however, may be used to allow for CRT and lead to 
discussions about culture. In addition, this teacher, in particular, mentions that they provide 
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opportunities for their students to talk about their cultural experiences, which does not indicate 
CRT; however, it may lead to CRT if the teacher directly asks students to discuss or compare 
their cultures. Provided that a teacher is intentionally including the students’ culture to make 
learning more relevant, allowing for discussions on culture and comparison to personal 
experiences is a CRT strategy (Siwatu, 2011). Because 70% (N=14/20) of ELL teacher 
participants reporting using cultural discussions and comparisons, they are the most frequently 
reported CRT practices by this group. 
Similar to ELL teachers, 27% (N=3/11) of mainstream teacher participants reported 
including stories and other activities from various cultures in their lessons. One participant 
elaborated: 
As an art teacher, I think this is actually easy to do in my classroom. Lots of our lessons 
and units cover art from a variety of different cultures, and students have choice in what 
they make and how they make it, which is a great opportunity for expression.  
Including various cultural practices in a lesson is important to CRT because it allows 
students from those cultures to be represented in content (Shaw, 2012). This teacher mentions 
that they give students choice through their art, which is similar to what many of the ELL 
teachers discussed. They include various cultures in their content and allow students to express 
their own culture in their art. Simply allowing students to express their culture through does not 
directly indicate CRT, but it does allow for CRT practices to take place if the teacher is 
intentional in learning about and using the cultures of their students. 
The above participants responses were comparable to many of the ELL teacher 
responses; however, many of the other mainstream teachers seemed to lack an understanding of 
what CRT is. One participant responded, “We have whole-class and small-group discussions on 
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a regular basis. Students also journal daily.” Discussion and journaling activities do allow for 
student identity expression, but it does not mean that the students’ cultures are included in 
lessons. Both journaling and discussion can include CRT strategies, when the teacher specifically 
includes culture in the prompts; however, use of these activities alone is not CRT (Hurst & 
Mona, 2017).  Use of discussions and journaling activities without mention of including 
students’ cultures was reported by 45% (N=5/11) of mainstream teacher participants. 
Another participant commented, “I ask my students questions, and listen to their 
responses.” Of the mainstream teachers, 18% (N=2/11) reported “listening to students” as a CRT 
practice. Listening to students and providing them with opportunities to discuss does not include 
students’ cultures and does not indicate that the teacher has any knowledge of the students’ 
culture; therefore, neither of these responses indicate CRT practices (Siwatu, 2011). 
Additionally, these responses, and most of the other mainstream teacher responses, were far less 
descriptive or specific in the example than those of ELL teachers, who tended to provide details 
on the types of activities that they use. With one participant reporting that they did not use CRT 
practices, the 73% (8/11) of mainstream teachers’ surveys indicated a lack of understanding of 
CRT practices when compared to 30% (6/20) of ELL teachers (see Table 3 for an overview of 
comparison results). 
Research Question 2: How ELL Teachers Can Foster a Culturally Responsive School 
Results related to teacher preparation for working with culturally and linguistically 
diverse students were similar between ELL and mainstream teachers. Between 90-95% of 
participants in each group reported that they were confident in their abilities to work with 
culturally and linguistically diverse students and that they were knowledgeable about their 
students’ native cultures. Because the second research question asks how an ELL teacher can 
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foster a culturally and linguistically responsive school community, it is important to examine 
how these teachers feel about the responsiveness of their current school community. A total of 
73% (N=8/11) of mainstream participants said that they were well prepared to work with 
culturally and linguistically diverse students, with the remaining 27% (N=3/11) saying feeling 
“neutral” in preparation. When ELL teachers were asked about the preparation of their 
mainstream colleagues, 65% (N=13/20) of participants reported that mainstream teachers in their 
school were not adequately prepared to work with diverse students. One participant commented, 
“I think teachers need more knowledge of how to work with culturally and linguistically diverse 
students and families.” Research on CRT indicates that pre-service teachers are not adequately 
prepared implement CRT, which leads to in-service teachers not being able to effectively use 
CRT strategies (Costa et al., 2005; Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011) While the 73% (N=8/11) of 
mainstream teacher participants felt that they were well prepared to work with diverse students, 
ELL participants believed that preparation for mainstream teachers in regards to CRT needs to be 
improved. 
Concerning the creation of a more culturally responsive school community, 55% 
(N=17/31) of participants, both ELL and mainstream teachers, suggested that ELL teachers take 
steps such as leading Professional Developments (PD)s, joining leadership teams, and 
communicating with their colleagues to teach them about working with diverse students. One 
participant elaborated:  
It could be interesting to bring together a working group that has this specific focus. 
Ideally, the members would be teachers who self-select, so it would be composed of a 
group who both has the time and the interest in working on this. The members I imagine 
would be teachers themselves and they could begin by identifying areas of need in their 
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own practice and carrying out their own reading and relevant action research projects to 
enhance their own practice. 
As this comment highlights, having ELL experienced teachers on leadership and 
mentoring teams could greatly improve the implementation of CRT practices. Among both ELL 
and mainstream teacher participants, better education on diversity and CRT was mentioned as an 
essential part of improving the cultural responsiveness of schools. PD on such topics was 
mentioned by several participants, even going as far as to suggest that they should be led by ELL 
teachers. Participants seemed to recognize the value in having someone experienced in teaching 
diverse cultures lead PDs on CRT, which is a concept supported in other research articles (Costa 
et al., 2005). Throughout several of the responses, leadership positions held by ELL teachers 
were seen as crucial to creating a school that is accepting of diversity. 
When considering the value of CRT, one must also recognize its effects on even the non-
diverse student population. Discussing creation of a culturally responsive school community, one 
participant mentioned that advocacy from the ELL teacher could aid in improving acceptance of 
diversity among students. This participant commented: 
Another possibility that comes to mind in the context of my own school relates to 
"promoting conversation" Our school has a regular book club. It might be possible to 
identify a text that would lend itself to discussion of certain concepts. 
ELL teachers need to be leaders and advocates for their students (Hurst & Mona, 2017). 
As this participant points out, they may lead clubs or activities that promote acceptance among 
students. The remaining 45% (N=14/31) of participants, both ELL and mainstream teachers, 
discussed using activities such as cultural presentations to develop a culturally responsive school. 
Such activities could be led by ELL teachers and could help increase the empathy and 
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understanding of diverse students throughout the school (Costa el at., 2005; Turgut Dost, 2016). 
As for working with their colleagues, ELL teachers should be willing to take on peer mentoring, 
leadership, and education opportunities that aid in improving the education of culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. Each of these strategies, when combined, foster a more culturally 
responsive school community. 
Interviews 
Research question 1: How ELL and Mainstream Teachers Differ 
 In terms of differentiation and accommodation relating to CRT, the ELL teachers each 
discussed the importance of being aware of how the students’ background knowledge and 
language abilities affected their ability to participate in class activities. E2 responded, 
“Obviously, with newcomers, we have to build their background knowledge substantially 
because they don’t have the same background knowledge that a native-to-America student would 
have.” One aspect of which teachers need to be cognizant when working with diverse students is 
how their culture influences their ability to understand concepts. As E2 noted, culturally and 
linguistically diverse students may not have the same background knowledge as the peers. 
Diverse students have different experiences, which does not make them less worthy of a relevant 
education and could pose issues in helping them achieve their fullest potential (Hurst & Mona, 
2017). For example, a passage about snow skiing would be irrelevant and possibly difficult to 
understand for a student from a tropical area. Culturally responsive teachers should be aware of 
how their students’ diverse experiences shape their ability to understand content in the classroom 
as well as how it affects the learning process of the whole class. As E1 states: 
Especially in teaching language, most of what you say in a lecture goes right over a kid’s 
head. Especially if you’re in an ESL classroom or the child does not speak any English 
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and you’re trying to teach English in English to a mix of low-level students; it’s better to 
have a very, very focused lecture time. Use that lecture time to model what you want 
them to do and then from that modeling, you put them in groups to practice it. 
E1 then went on to describe the significance of using heterogeneous groups and how 
interaction between various cultures can benefit language learning by creating a more 
cooperative learning environment. Being aware of the various cultures in a class, how they 
interact, or what struggles they may face is something that comes with the development of CRT 
skills. If a teacher is not aware of these struggles, it could lead to even more challenges and 
possible culture clashes (Hansen-Thomas & Chennapragada, 2018). Overall, the ELL teachers 
interviewed were aware of how diverse cultures affect the learning ability and environment of 
their class. 
Mainstream teachers, on the other hand, tended to focus on differentiation and 
accommodations unrelated to culture. In regard to accommodations and differentiation, M1 
responded: 
A lot of times I do, like, groups, rotations throughout reading and language. So, when I 
have those groups their mixed, so I may have two ESL students in with the others, but 
then I will have pictures. If we’re talking about the words, I’ll have some sort of visual 
aid for them to use. 
This teacher focused on describing the types of accommodations she used for students to 
overcome language barriers but did not mention cultural barriers. To be culturally responsive, 
teachers should be able to differentiate the lesson to include various cultures, meaning they need 
to be aware of the cultures present in their class and know how to use them to benefit their 
students (Campbell, 2018). While both of the ELL teachers were eager to discuss some of the 
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challenges culturally diverse students face, the mainstream teachers appeared less aware of 
culture-based accommodations and differentiation. M2 commented: 
They all speak Spanish, and I speak Spanish, so I’m able to translate directions when 
needed…. We do directions in Spanish or any kind of behavior modification in Spanish 
just so it’s clear and understood…. I do have several students who speak Arabic, so, of 
course, well I have them in my Spanish class right now…. I do expect a little bit 
different, guess level of production of language. 
Similar to the other mainstream teacher, M2 focused on language-based 
accommodations. These sorts of accommodations focus on making it easier for culturally and 
linguistically diverse students to participate like their non-diverse peers. CRT, however, allows 
for culture-based differentiation that highlights and celebrates differences (Campbell, 2018). M2 
later went on to say: 
Psychology, I actually have several different students from different backgrounds. They 
all grew up here. A lot of the cultural aspects, the social-cultural aspects, of 
psychology… they definitely bring a different perspective to the class. They’ll be like, 
most western societies do this, but in many, you know, Asian or Latino societies, they’ll 
do this. And you’ll see it click. Even though they are from Asia or other diverse cultures, 
they still have similar values. 
Although this response is different from the responses of ELL teachers, who described 
the cultural struggles of students, it shows how culture may be used in the classroom to aid in 
learning. Students in this example are comparing their native culture and other cultures to a topic 
presented in the lesson. While this description does not indicate the teacher is culturally 
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responsive, since it is unclear whether the teacher facilitated the comparison, it does provide an 
example of how CRT can be used in a mainstream classroom. 
When discussing the knowledge and use of students’ cultures and identities, the ELL 
teacher participants articulated the importance of including culture in classroom and school 
activities to help culturally and linguistically diverse students feel more included and to raise 
awareness for the diversity present in the schools or class. One E1 described: 
We put their artwork up. We have international festivals two times a year, one in the fall 
and one in the spring. We really celebrate our students’ cultures. We have international 
potlucks. We have family dinner days around the holidays. We don’t call it Christmas 
dinner or anything. We call it a holiday dinner.  The kids, we invite them to all bring a 
favorite dish. It’s the best buffet you will ever eat at. 
 E1 works for a high school designed for ELL students and describes some of the events 
his school has that cater to the celebration of diverse cultures. This response is significant 
because it shows what a school can do to be more culturally responsive. Additionally, the 
activities described can be used on a smaller scale as class activities as well to celebrate the 
cultures within a class. Activities such as these help start culturally relevant discussions. E2 
explained: 
The culture, we usually surface it pretty quick in the activities we do every day because 
we have so many speaking activities built into the lessons. That’s the easiest thing to get 
new students to talk about, is their home country and their culture because they know 
about that. 
As E2 notes, culture is something that diverse students can talk about easily because they 
know about their culture. Each of the ELL teacher interviewees noted the importance of using 
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the students’ cultures to help them feel more included and better understood by the class. By 
including diverse cultures, teachers send the message that diversity is good, help diverse students 
feel more comfortable, and help non-diverse students be more accepting, which creates a more 
culturally responsive school community (Fredrick & Warriner, 2016). 
Mainstream teachers, similar to ELL teachers, discussed how they use cultural aspects as 
a point of discussion in class activities. M1 explained: 
I try to learn through our EL teachers because some of them have come from Mexico, 
Guatemala. So, I’m always asking about their things, their holidays, and how do you 
celebrate it, the foods you eat. Then, when I come in the classroom, and I talk about it, 
they’re like ‘Oo, how do you know?’ Or I try to read books. We’ll talk about it and the 
kids love that they get to talk about their culture. 
M1 makes an effort to learn about cultures from the school’s ELL teacher. This 
exemplifies CRT skills by demonstrating that the teacher is trying to learn about other cultures 
(Siwatu, 2011). It is also evidence of how an ELL teacher can be a valuable resource in 
developing CRT practices. Additionally, this teacher commented that students enjoyed 
discussing culture. While teachers may be hesitant to practice CRT, students often enjoy learning 
about and discussing cultural issues and concepts (Lee, 2015). 
Similarly, M2, using cultural aspects to teach concepts states, “I will, with permission of 
course, try to highlight some of our students to show we’re are not all the same. We do have 
students from different countries and students who are very proud of that.” M2 respects the 
students’ wishes to not share their culture, but still allows for and facilitates discussion of diverse 
cultures. This example demonstrates that the teacher is aware of the diversity present in her class 
and is willing to use it to add to lesson contents. The use and knowledge of student culture and 
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identity show that these mainstream teachers are aware of and practice CRT at times. Although 
many of the survey responses were less descriptive and lacked the same level of understanding 
of CRT that ELL teachers had, the examples and descriptions that mainstream teachers gave 
during interviews was comparable to ELL teacher examples and descriptions. 
Research question 2: How ELL Teachers Can Foster a Culturally Responsive School 
Relating to creation of a more culturally accepting environment, both within the schools 
and within the classroom, ELL teacher interviewees discussed the importance of grouping 
diverse students together. E1 elaborated: 
It all comes down to collaborative and also the school culture thing. So, working 
together, forcing students to work together with other cultures…. It’s your job as a 
teacher to kind of force that integration in a conducive, healthy way…. If you know your 
kids, if you group them correctly, that’s going to facilitate the breaking down of cultural 
barriers. 
E1 described the classroom as a “lunchroom” where students tend to stay with people of 
similar cultures; however, he described his belief in grouping multiple cultures together to 
facilitate cross-cultural collaboration. Collaboration may help foster a culturally responsive 
school environment by encouraging discussions of diversity and allowing students to see their 
classmates as people (Kustati et al., 2020; Fredericks & Warriner, 2016). E2 talked about 
grouping as well described the importance of advocacy by the ELL teacher with mainstream 
teachers. She responded, “Amongst each other, they are very accepting. We obviously foster that 
with group activities that are intermingled. I think the biggest challenge of my job is reminding 
regular classroom teachers to remember cultural differences and diverse backgrounds.” Like E1, 
E2 believed that diverse groups were important to creating an accepting environment. 
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Additionally, she mentioned that mainstream teachers often struggle to recognize the needs of 
culturally and linguistically diverse students. She mentioned needing to remind mainstream 
teachers of their students’ challenges frequently, which highlights a need for increased mentoring 
and educating in-service teachers about CRT. 
Mainstream teachers, on the other hand, each reiterated the importance of having multi-
cultural discussions in class. M2 explained: 
In my geography class, one of my students, whose family is from North Africa, came in 
and talked to my freshman…. It was our first introduction to majority Islam countries…. 
I think it made a huge difference for me to preface our first lesson on Islam with having a 
student come in who is Muslim, who’s a senior, who is popular, who’s involved in 
everything to be like “hey guys, I’m just a regular person….” 
M2 uses diverse students to help other students see the similarities and differences 
between the cultures, as well as to help them personally connect to lesson content. Such uses are 
beneficial in creating a culturally responsive school community because they allow students to 
see aspects of the culture and help eliminate the idea that minority groups are “others” (Lee, 
2015, p. 10). M1 discussed a similar concept, saying: 
Our library is great about getting multi-cultural [books]. Last week, we got one that was 
about different shades, and it was talking about how we are all different shades…. 
They’re all looking like “I have light skin” and “well, your skin might be a little bit 
darker than mine….” So, we use a lot of read-aloud and discussions about stuff like that. 
Similar to M2, M1 mentioned that discussing similarities and differences among cultures 
is important to developing a culturally accepting classroom. While the mainstream teachers 
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differed from the ELL teacher in the types of activities they discussed in their responses, they 
still show that they are trying to incorporate multiple cultures into their lessons. 
 When asked about their level of preparation for teaching culturally and linguistically  
diverse students, each of the interviewed ELL teachers admitted that they did not initially feel 
prepared. E2, who started out as a mainstream English teacher, responded: 
Yes, I do feel prepared to work with culturally and linguistically [diverse] students now 
because I’m an ESL teacher.… If you had asked me that question my first year of 
teaching, I would have said no... ESL wasn’t even on my radar...What happened is I 
started teaching… and all of the sudden I have all of these ESL students in my class. I 
really didn’t know what to do with them. 
E2 highlighted her preparation level as an ELL teacher and as a mainstream teacher. 
Starting as a mainstream teacher, she felt ill-prepared to work with culturally and linguistically 
diverse students. This response exemplifies a need for more equipped individuals, such as ELL 
teachers, to foster CRT among their colleagues, who may not have enough experience with 
diverse populations. E1 elaborated on the need for hands-on experience:  
Just coming out of school, no… The best things that I experienced were on the job 
training. Those things helped prepare me the most for that assignment, for what I do 
today. So, yeah, I would definitely say that getting in the classrooms and teaching is the 
best teacher. The things that you learn, and the theories definitely help because they 
influence everything that you do in terms of your understanding and your approach in 
what’s best practice, but that’s an ever-changing endeavor. 
Similar to other research studies, E1 stated that experience, rather than theoretical 
discussion, is what leads to CRT (Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011). Like the E2, E1 did not feel 
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that he was initially adequately prepared to work with culturally and linguistically diverse 
students; however, he learned through experience. Responses from these teachers shed light on 
the issue of needing better hands-on preparation for working with diverse populations. Theories 
and CRT practices are constantly changing, and on-the-job experience is necessary; therefore, it 
is important that more experienced individuals, such as ELL teachers, work to foster CRT 
practices throughout their school community. E1 commented: 
ESL teachers are one of the greatest tools for that [breaking down cultural barriers]. Any 
ESL teachers should get on a committee. Get on a leadership board…. You’ve got to be 
an advocate…. If an ESL teacher doesn’t, nobody else in that building will. 
While increased experience in pre-service teacher programs is important to developing 
CRT skills, it is also important that in-service teachers receive support and training. To advocate 
for the inclusion of their students, ELL teachers should consider taking teacher and student 
leadership roles within the school. 
Mainstream teachers, on the other hand, differed from ELL teachers in their responses on 
preparation. Each of them felt that they were well prepared to work with culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. M2 responded, “Yes, I have taught Spanish. I teach Spanish and 
social studies now. I’ve studied in other places, traveled to a lot of other places. That’s pretty 
much what I do.” M2 indicated that she felt well prepared to work with diverse students because 
she had experience with other cultures through spending time abroad. Unlike the ELL teachers, 
she did not indicate that any teaching preparation of experience aided her in working with 
diverse populations. 
M1 also felt that she was well-prepared, but for different reasons. She stated, “I think I 
am [well-prepared], and I think our school is really good about that. We have a great EL 
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program. The communication and the sharing of resources is amazing.” M1 teaches second grade 
in a school with a high rate of diversity. She indicated that she believes she is well prepared to 
work with culturally and linguistically diverse students due to the amount of assistance and 
communication she receives from her school’s ELL department. Similar to M2, she did not 
indicate that any of her teacher preparation or experience was important in developing her skills 
in CRT. She also did not provide any examples or details that showed she is culturally 
responsive. Her answers do, however, highlight the importance of communication and mentoring 
between ELL and mainstream teachers, which she said have helped her develop CRT skills and 
awareness. As this participant indicates, it is important that ELL teachers take leadership to 
foster a culturally responsive school community. Several recommendations have been made for 
fostering a culturally responsive school community (see Figure 1). 
Figure 1 
Recommendations for Fostering a Culturally Responsive School Community 
How ELL Teachers Can Foster a Culturally 
Responsive School Community 
1. Host a PD   
2. Lead a student activity  
3. Organize a cultural event  
4. Use cultural activities within the 
classroom 
5. Participate in school committees  
Note. Recommendation were compiled from responses of both ELL and mainstream teachers 
Observation 
Initially, each teacher who participated in the interviews was to be observed for two class 
sessions to allow for triangulation of data and to observe whether they engaged in the types of 
CRT they reported in the other portions of this study. Due to restriction related to the pandemic, 
only one observation of a second-grade mainstream teacher, participant M1, was completed. 
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Because there is not a comparable observation of an ELL teacher, the data from the observation 
is included below anecdotally in an effort to further support the data gathered on mainstream 
teachers. The teacher was observed for two class sessions and notes of instances relevant to the 
research questions were taken using the checklist in Appendix C. Instances of aspects such as use 
and knowledge of student culture and a classroom welcoming of diversity were noted. 
In the interview, the teacher reported using various CRT strategies to help students feel 
included and to make learning more relevant. When asked directly how she included specific 
cultures in class, she was able to discuss some of the cultural activities she has used; however, 
they were limited to a few examples. She discussed reading a few books about cultural 
differences. Reading books about various cultures would be CRT; however, the teacher did not 
discuss how she incorporates CRT on a daily basis. In addition, answers on her survey and in her 
interview, however, also indicated that she regarded language related accommodation and CRT 
as the same.  
The observation further supports the findings described in the surveys and interviews. 
During the observation, students were primarily working on tasks independently, and the teacher 
provided aid when a student asked a question or when she observed a student struggling. The 
reported differentiation techniques were evident during the observation. Students were able to 
choose between reading and writing activities. The activities also allowed for identity expression 
since they were permitted to write on and read about any topic they chose. During the 
observation, while students worked independently, the teacher mentioned that she had lower 
language expectations for her ELL students in these activities. Additionally, students included 
images in their writing, which allowed ELL students to demonstrate understanding without using 
language. Finally, the classroom had a welcoming environment, but was not culturally 
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welcoming. The teacher listened to student concerns and helped them resolve issues, but did 
nothing to target the cultural needs of students. 
Instances related to use and knowledge of student culture were not observed within the 
timeframe of this observation. While instances of differentiation and accommodation were 
abundant throughout the observation, none of them were culture-based. Given that this was only 
one observation of just two class sessions, it is likely that the teacher does engage in the culture 
based practices that she reported; however, the data collected during the observation does not 
indicate that this teacher is culturally responsive. During the observation, the teacher mentioned 
how she uses differentiated learning to include diverse students, but she did not mention use of 
any CRT techniques. The data gathered during the observation indicates that use of CRT may be 
infrequent and that the teacher does not have a clear understanding of CRT practices. 
Discussion 
Research question 1 asks how ELL and mainstream teachers differ in their knowledge 
and implementation of CRT. Based on the data collected, ELL teachers are more knowledgeable 
that. CRT practices require a teacher to be knowledgeable about their students’ culture and to use 
it to make classroom content more relevant (Gay, 2000; Siwatu, 2011). When asked to define 
CRT, 90% (N=18/20) of the ELL teachers explained that CRT involves the knowledge and use 
of a students’ culture to make learning more relevant. Mainstream teachers, one the other hand, 
struggled to demonstrate adequate understanding of CRT. Only 18% (N=2/11) of mainstream 
teacher participants discussed both knowledge and use of culture in their definition. Many of 
their definitions indicated a lack of distinction between accommodations and differentiation and 
CRT. Although differentiation is beneficial to helping culturally and linguistically diverse 
students, it is more useful in allowing students to access the language of the content and does not 
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encourage acceptance of diverse cultures (Hurst & Mona, 2017). The responses of mainstream 
teachers highlight a belief that culturally and linguistically diverse students should be 
accommodated in a way that makes them equal to their peers. CRT, however, celebrates 
diversity and makes the classroom more equitable and accepting of differences in culture (Lee, 
2015) 
Differences in implementation of CRT skills were reflective of the groups’ knowledge of 
CRT. ELL teachers had a wider range of CRT skills such as learning about and discussing 
various cultures. They reported asking students to compare their culture to others and 
incorporated their students’ cultures into lesson content. Such discussions and comparisons are 
representative of CRT skills because they allow students to analyze course content from the point 
of view of their culture, as well as allow their cultural differences to be validated (Reece & 
Nodine, 2014). Mainstream teachers’ reported implementation was more vague. Some of them 
reported using CRT strategies, but overall, they were not able to provide consistent answers for 
CRT implementation. Answers given for CRT strategies were related to giving students choices 
and providing accommodations, but often did not discuss use of the students’ cultures. As the 
observation showed, implementation of the CRT techniques may also be infrequent. To be 
culturally responsive, a teacher needs to frequently and intentionally learn about and use the 
cultures present in a class (Gay 2000; Siwatu, 2011) Overall, implementation of CRT showed 
that ELL and mainstream teachers differed in that ELL teachers had a clearer and more in-depth 
knowledge of CRT strategies that are effective in their classrooms. 
Additionally, it was interesting to see that many of the answers given were consistent 
within the two groups studied. In terms of CRT practices, each of the ELL teachers expressed 
that diverse grouping is important to creating a culturally responsive school community while 
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mainstream teachers discussed using culture in classroom discussions. When commenting on 
how they differentiate based on culture, ELL teachers talked about how culture influences 
background knowledge while mainstream teachers talked about giving student choices. Similar 
answers within the two groups suggest that members of each group have comparable 
understanding of CRT and the techniques they use. 
Research question 2 asks how an ELL teacher can foster a culturally responsive school 
community. One element that was highlighted throughout the data collected is the importance of 
teacher leadership and mentoring by ELL teachers. Both ELL and mainstream teachers reported 
that ELL teachers led PDs would be helpful in increasing the use of CRT. Additionally, 
participants discussed the benefit of having ELL teachers participate in school committees and 
extracurricular activities. One ELL teacher responded, on the topic of advocacy, “If you [ELL 
teachers] don’t do it, no one will.” In addition, they mentioned that ELL teachers should also 
take opportunities to lead student activities and events. One participant responded that culture-
based book clubs could help students be more accepting, and another said that organizing school-
wide cultural events could improve the environment of their entire school. The concept of having 
an individual experienced in working with diverse students lead discussions and training in CRT 
is something supported in other studies (Costa et al., 2005). Therefore, to foster a culturally 
responsive school community, ELL teachers should be willing to take on leadership roles for 
both colleagues and students. 
Implications 
 This study found that mainstream teachers were generally less aware of CRT and how to 
implement it. Participant responses often indicated that mainstream teachers believe that giving 
accommodations and differentiating for learning style and ability level are all that culturally and 
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linguistically diverse students need. However, ELL teachers gave more in-depth responses, 
elaborating the need for CRT. The findings of question 1 highlights the need for the findings of 
research question 2. Suggestions for creating a culturally responsive school community rely on 
ELL teachers taking leadership roles in their schools. To increase knowledge and use of CRT 
skills in their mainstream colleagues, ELL teachers should serve as mentors and join school 
committees to advocate for the needs of their students. If they want their students to be 
adequately included, ELL teachers should be prepared to take on roles that go beyond teaching 
and become advocates for their students. 
Limitations and Future Studies 
While this study sheds light on discrepancies between ELL and mainstream teachers’ 
knowledge and use of CRT in their classrooms, it was greatly limited by restrictions that took 
place as a result of COVID-19. Response rates were lowered as teachers became occupied with 
adjusting to distance learning. The study planned for four observations of two ELL and two 
mainstream teachers; however, only one observation took place since the school buildings were 
closed and distance learning was implemented. This limitation made it impossible to compare the 
observation data to that of other teachers. Future studies with larger participant pools should be 
conducted to either confirm or reflect the results of this study. Additionally, due to time 
constraints, this study only allowed for observations of teachers once. Future studies should 
include repeated observations of multiple teachers to gain an adequate understanding of how and 
if those teachers use CRT. More in-depth and specific questions regarding teachers’ backgrounds 
and experiences may also be beneficial. Each of the mainstream teachers interviewed had 
personal relationships with ELL teachers, which may have skewed the results. Additionally, 
studies could consider the impact of mainstream teacher relationships with ELL teachers. This 
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study also only examined how an ELL teacher can foster a culturally responsive schools’ 
community and did not consider the effectiveness of the methods discussed. Future studies 
should look at various elements that could affect an ELL teacher’s ability to foster such an 
environment. Studies could examine how mainstream teachers perceive ELL teachers and how 
well they respond to leadership by ELL teachers. 
Conclusion 
Findings of this study indicate that mainstream teachers are less knowledgeable than ELL 
teachers about CRT. To use a student’s culture, a teacher should have knowledge about the 
culture present in a class as well as knowing how to incorporate it into lessons (Siwatu, 2011). 
Thus, the definition of CRT should discuss use and knowledge of a student’s native culture. The 
majority of ELL teachers discussed each of these in their definitions, but only a minority of 
mainstream teachers mentioned knowledge and use of culture in their definitions. In addition, 
CRT practices were not comparable between the two groups. ELL teachers were more thorough 
and did more to include specific cultures, whereas mainstream teachers discussed differentiation 
rather than CRT.  The lack of understanding of CRT from mainstream teachers highlights a need 
for better training of the concept. Previous research demonstrates that teacher preparation 
programs often lack authentic practice in CRT skills (Özüdoğru, 2018; Siwatu, 2011). Not being 
adequately prepared during pre-service teacher programs means that many in-service teachers 
now lack CRT skills. In discussing methods for increasing CRT practices, 45% (N=5/11) of 
mainstream teachers and 70% (N=15/20) of ELL teachers responded that leadership by ELL 
teachers or by other diversity experienced personnel would be beneficial. The concept of 
leadership by ELL teachers as a method to increase the cultural responsiveness of a school or 
program is further supported by other research studies (Costa et al., 2005). To create a more 
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socially and educationally just learning environment, schools must foster CRT skills (Bassey, 
2016). Majority students benefit from learning that is designed for them while minority students 
often must adapt to an education not meant for them (Bassey, 2016). Thus, CRT skills are not 
just a way to better our classrooms, but a responsibility that should be taken seriously. Future 
research on the comparison between ELL teachers and mainstream teachers in CRT, as well as 
ELL teacher led CRT training would be beneficial in providing additional support; however, this 
study provides evidence that mainstream teachers are not adequately prepared for CRT as ELL 
teachers and that ELL teachers may improve the cultural responsiveness of their colleagues by 
taking leadership roles.   
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Appendix A 
Mainstream Teacher Survey of Culturally Responsive Teaching Strategies 
1. I have read the informed consent document and understand the benefits, procedure, and 
concerns of this study. I understand that I have the ability to withdraw at any time. by clicking 
'Yes' I agree to participate in this study. 
Yes 
No 
2. In your own words, how do you define culturally responsive teaching? 
3. What education have you had on culturally and linguistically diverse students? (Check all that 
apply) 
a. Professional development courses 
b. University courses (whole course) 
c.  Graduate degree or endorsement (For example, an ESL endorsement) 
d. University courses (partial course; unit in a course) 
e. None  
4. How well were you prepared to work with culturally and linguistically diverse students? 
1 (Not very well)  
2 (Not well) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Well) 
5 (Very well)  
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5. How knowledgeable about your students' cultures are you? 
1 (Not very knowledgeable) 
2 (Not knowledgeable) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Knowledgeable) 
5 (Very Knowledgeable)  
6. How confident are you in your ability to describe your cultural identity? 
1 (Not very confident) 
2 (Not confident) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Confident) 
5 (Very confident)  
7. How important is it for students to be able to express their identity in the classroom?  
1 (Not very important) 
2 (Not important) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Important) 
5 (Very important) 
8. What do you do to include various cultures/ languages in the classroom? (Check all that apply) 
a. Use multiple languages in lessons (including single word use) 
b. Stories from other cultures 
c.  Allow students to talk about their experiences with their home language/culture 
d. Discussions about events/ beliefs in other culture 
e. Other:____________________________________________  
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9. How do you allow for expression of student thoughts, interests, and identities in the 
classroom? Give specific examples. 
10.What strategies do you use to include culturally and linguistically diverse students in 
classroom activities? 
11.What do you feel could be done to help create a more culturally responsive environment in 
your school? 
12.If you would be willing to participate in an interview, please provide you email so you can be 
contacted? 
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ELL Teacher Survey of Culturally Responsive Teaching Strategies 
1. I have read the informed consent document and understand the benefits, procedure, and 
concerns of this study. I understand that I have the ability to withdraw at any time. by clicking 
'Yes' I agree to participate in this study.  
Yes 
No 
2. In your own words, how do you define culturally responsive teaching? 
3. How did you get your ELL certification? 
a. Undergraduate degree 
b. Graduate degree with a background in education (elementary, middle school, English, math, 
etc) 
c. Graduate degree with a background in foreign language education 
d. Endorsement with a background in education (elementary, middle school, English, math, etc) 
e. Endorsement with a background in foreign language 
f. Emergency certification 
g. Other:___________________________ 
4. How often do you collaborate with mainstream teachers? 
1 (Not very often) 
2 (Not often) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Often) 
5 (Very often) 
5. Do you feel that the mainstream teachers in your school are adequately prepared to work with 
culturally and linguistically diverse students? 
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6. How knowledgeable about your students' cultures are you? 
1 (Not very knowledgeable) 
2 (Not knowledgeable) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (knowledgeable) 
5 (Very knowledgeable)  
7. How confident are you in your ability to describe your cultural identity?  
1 (Not very confident) 
2 (Not confident) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Confident) 
5 (Very confident)  
8. How important is it for students to be able to express their identity in the classroom?  
1 (Not very important) 
2 (Not important) 
3 (Neutral) 
4 (Important) 
5 (Very important) 
9. What do you do to include various cultures/ languages in the classroom? (Check all that apply) 
f. Use multiple languages in lessons (including single word use) 
g. Stories from other cultures 
h. Allow students to talk about their experiences with their home language/culture 
i. Discussions about events/ beliefs in other culture 
j. Other:____________________________________________ 
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10. How do you allow for expression of student thoughts, interests, and identities in the 
classroom? 
11. What do you feel could be done to help create a more culturally responsive environment in 
your school? 
12. If you would be willing to participate in an interview, please provide your email so you can 
be contacted.  
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Appendix B 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
1. Do you feel that you were well prepared to work with culturally and linguistically diverse 
students? If not, how could you have been better prepared? 
2. What kind of activities do you typically use in class and how are they modified to include all 
of your students? 
3. What strategies do you use to accommodate ELL students while giving lessons that they may 
not fully understand? 
4. Do you feel that you are knowledgeable about your students’ cultures? How do you try to 
incorporate that into lessons? 
5. Do you feel that allowing students to express their identity is important? If so, how do you try 
to incorporate this into lessons? 
6. What do you do to try to increase your students’ acceptance and understanding of diverse 
cultures? 
7. Have you ever learned a foreign language or been abroad? If so, how did this contribute to 
your ability to empathize with culturally and linguistically diverse students?  
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Appendix C 
Observation 
Date: 
Grade/Content: 
Type Event Comments 
Welcoming classroom 
environments 
 
 
 
  
Knowledge of students’ 
cultures 
 
 
  
Use of differentiation 
 
 
  
Use of students’ cultures 
 
 
  
Allowance for student 
identity expression 
 
 
  
 
